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There may be nothing new under the sun, but this
is ridiculous
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As an ad hoc reviewer for a vascular surgery journal, Dr X was asked to review a basic science submission. After she
reviewed the manuscript, it became obvious that this work was very similar to an article she had published a couple years
before. In fact, the only changes identified were the changing of a table to a figure, the names of the authors, their
affiliation, country of origin, and their funding source. To her bemusement, even the acknowledgement was identical.
Among the following choices, this reviewer should:
A. Contact the lead author who submitted the article and demand immediate withdrawal of the manuscript.
B. Contact the editor of the journal and alert him or her to the fraudulent activity.
C. Notify the journal where this manuscript had been published, demanding that they pursue litigation.
D. Provide documentation of misconduct to the institutions supporting these authors and demand immediate expulsion
from academic life for these “authors.”
E. Support publication on the scientific merit of the article and then file litigation against the journal’s editor and thecited funding source for facilitating the authors’ misconduct and violating copyright laws.People seldom do what they believe in. They do what is
convenient, then repent.
Bob Dylan
Scientific misconduct can appear in many forms, in-
cluding but not limited to plagiarism, ghostwriting, manu-
script or data duplication, and data manipulation or fabri-
cation.1,2 Such misconduct has a dubious history, an
unmeasured present, and a prescient future.3,4 Fabrication
and falsification are global and may be considered more
serious offenses than plagiarism because they can misdirect
the entire scientific community’s knowledge base5 or de-
stabilize confidence in the scientific method or the institu-
tions that house this work.3
Journals as prominent as Science andNature have been
duped, and some estimates of its prevalence in journals that
have discovered plagiarized material are staggering.6 Most
alarming is the lack of formality with which such actions are
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both. This may be partly due to the diversity of opinion on
what void or environment contributes to these acts,7 what
constitutes misconduct, and what merits punishment
among authors and editors.4,8 Given the serendipitous
route this manuscript took into this reviewer’s hands before
she discovered this attempted plagiarism of work from her
laboratory, one could imagine how this work could be
republished and in the public domain for a period of time
without the original authors noticing.
Although plagiarism may be a lesser offense than some
of the other aforementioned forms of scientific misconduct
because it does not falsify the data or its interpretation, it
does falsify author merit and recognition. Also because of
its redundancy, it may shift trends in the literature toward a
particular finding that is disproportionate to the data that
support it. Furthermore, the plagiarizers are using that
unearned citation for indirect material gain (academic pro-
motion, initiating or continuing grant funding, retaining
their job) in a similar fashion to those who benefit from
gratuitous authorship.9
Some repetition of words is understood in manuscripts,
particularly when there is a limited way to say some things,
such as in the Methods section.10 Furthermore, the same
author may use similar words to express the same problem
or scientific approach in various manuscripts. However,
when this plagiarism is unrelated to the work accomplished,
as in this case, with all new authors and no new information,
the breadth of misconduct spans plagiarism, ghostwriting,
manuscript and data duplication, as well as data manipula-
1697
JOURNAL OF VASCULAR SURGERY
December 20101698 Brewster and Greislertion, as the figures were reoriented to provide an attempt at
difference by these authors.
Option A may be a reasonable and direct approach to
this problem. However, if this contact was acknowledged
and the advice followed, such an action might only prevent
this submission from being published in this journal at this
time. Such an approach would limit the ability of the
coauthors and any institutions or agencies to be aware of
such conduct. Worse, it might lead to the false conclusion
that a subsequent event was isolated. Finally, although it is
unclear how authors who plagiarize choose which articles
to target or which journals to submit to lessen the chance of
detection, it seems that not involving the editormay indirectly
condone this act and perpetuate future misconduct by these
authors or other authors submitting to this journal.
Regarding choice C, the journal where this work was
published initially certainly has legal avenues to pursue
should this work be republished in any form without its
consent.8 Here, however, the manuscript has not yet been
published, and legal wrangling initiated by Dr X may be
difficult to move forward, particularly if any of the authors
in question do not reside in the same country.11
Choice D may well be the most appropriate outcome
from the wronged author’s point of view. An investigation
into these authors may uncover other transgressions and
strengthen the case against their expulsion from academic
life. However, the institution’s interest in fairness and hon-
est academic productivity and its power to influence these
authors’ careers make it the de facto punitive body. As such,
the institution’s investigation should be independent of the
wronged author’s demands. Further notification of the
funding sources is certainly reasonable, but these agencies
should also be allowed to conduct their own investigation
and judgment. One can imagine how in less blatant situa-
tions, a prosecution as depicted in this answer may lead to
unwarranted conflict and expose the journal or the original
author to libel. The likelihood of this occurring is manifest
by many journals asking submitting authors to name those
who should not review a given paper; thus, involving a less
biased agent, such as the editor, is probably wise.
Option E has many problems. It presupposes the edi-
tor’s primary role is identifying misconduct, whereas the
editor’s role more typically has been the adjudication of
reported misconduct. Even though an editor or journal
could easily use software that would likely prevent manu-
scripts like this one from being published, the support of
publication makes the reviewer complicit in the publication
of the manuscript. Clearly, there is also a professional duty
to respond to a manuscript that has been knowingly plagia-
rized, and silence to this fact would be misleading to the
editor who requested Dr X’s expertise and knowledge of
this topic for the review.This leaves us to consider choice B. Although not all
editors are confident in their ability to recognize or deal
with scientificmisconduct,12 the editor is the best person to
mediate resolution of these acts. The editor, although busy
with many other tasks as editor, has the unique position
that best identifies and addresses the resolution of such an
act. To this end, the Committee on Publication Ethics
(COPE) has established guidelines to be used for situations
of misconduct.13 Its goal is to promote ethical publication
and not to render punishments, but COPE recognizes the
importance of preventing contamination of the medical
literature by plagiarism, duplication of data, or other scien-
tific transgressions. The editors of the Journal of Vascular
Surgery® have signed onto these recommendations. Here,
by notifying the editor and providing the requisite infor-
mation to support the charge (ie, the prior manuscript), the
reviewer has fulfilled her duty to the journal, the editor,
herself, and the medical literature as a whole.
Now, had this submission been published before Dr X
discovered that it was plagiarized, a retraction would have
been necessary, but before publication, there is no consen-
sus on the public reporting of such misconduct. According
to guidelines,13 the editor should then confront the au-
thors and decide whether to notify the institutions or
funding agencies. Here, there are no firm guidelines to
assist the editor or established pathways for the editor to
follow should the investigation not proceed smoothly.
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